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JOEL STERNFELD’S PHOTOGRAPHS DOCUMENT TRAGIC SITES 

(Cleveland, OH) The ordinary scenes depicted in Joel Sternfeld Photographs: On This 
Site don’t look like anything special, and they aren’t — except that each is a place where a 
decisive moment in a well-known American tragedy has occurred. This new exhibition, on 
view in gallery 105 at the Cleveland Museum of Art from January 10 to March 19, 1998, fea- 
tures twenty 28 x 32-inch color prints with the photographer’s accompanying text. 

Sternfeld has a natural instinct for irony. In the On This Site photographs, seemingly 
mundane settings are revealed to have profoundly disturbing histories — Sternfeld’s accompa- 
nying short texts, compiled from press accounts, describe in objective terms the facts about 
what occurred in each place depicted. Scenes include a pile of rubble near Waco, Texas (all 
that remains of the Branch Davidian compound); the graffiti-scrawled door to the Happy Land 
Social Club, where an arsonist killed eighty-seven; a parking lot at Kent State University, where 
in 1970 one of four students fatally shot by National Guardsmen fell; and the Dallas movie 
theater seat where Lee Harvey Oswald, assassin of President Kennedy, was apprehended. 

Curator of Contemporary Art and Photography Tom Hinson, who organized the exhi- 
bition, suggests that “in these photographs, Sternfeld has done a remarkable thing: he has 
connected the banality of everyday life with the shared consciousness of terrible events that 
are emblazoned in the minds of Americans. The effect is unsettling, as each image becomes a 
sort of memorial site-marker, reminding us of what has happened though no evidence re- 
mains for us to see.” Admission to the exhibition and to the museum is free. 

Sternfeld is self-taught as a photographer. He was born in New York City in 1944 
and began his photographic career after he graduated from Dartmouth College in 1965, 
working initially in 35mm and 4x5 formats; since the late 1970s he has used an 8 x 10-inch 
view camera to search the landscape for subtly colorful views of the commonplace. His most 
famous single photograph is McLean, Virginia (1978), in which a fireman buys a pumpkin at 
a roadside stand while a house bums on a hillside in the background. Now a faculty member 
both at Sarah Lawrence College and in the graduate program of the School for Visual Arts in 
New York, he has earned two Guggenheim Fellowships and numerous other grants, and his 
photographs are in many major collections. Well-known earlier series have been featured in 
the books American Prospects (1987) and Campagna Romana (1992). 
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